Short latency somatosensory evoked potentials and brain-stem auditory evoked potentials in coma due to CNS depressant drug poisoning. Preliminary observations.
In patients in coma due to severe CNS depressant drug overdose the central somatosensory conduction time (CCT) after median nerve stimulation is prolonged and N20 is dispersed. Brain-stem auditory evoked potentials demonstrate delayed interpeak latencies (IPLs) I-III, III-V and I-V. This was observed in 4 out of 5 patients investigated after intake of an overdose of amitriptyline (2 cases), barbiturates, meprobamate and nitrazepam (one case each). Toxic levels of drug overdose were related to prolonged CCT and IPLs, whereas normal CCT and IPLs were found at therapeutic drug plasma levels. CCT, IPLs and dispersion of N20 decreased during the course of coma. All patients were successfully treated. It appeared that SSEP and BAEP investigations could make a distinction between a 'toxic' and a 'therapeutic' coma level in severe drug overdose. It further appeared that normalization of CCT and IPLs preceded clinical improvement.